O ne of the critical components of an effective disability management program is a successful return to work process. Whether the program is labeled "light duty," "modified duty," "early return to work," or "transitional work," the goal is the same: to assist injured or ill employees to safely return to work as soon as the worker is capable of contributing in a meaningful way to the workplace. The financial and nonmonetary benefits of early return to work are well established (Olin, 1996; Rieth, 1995; Watson Wyatt Worldwide, 1999) : • Direct and indirect costs of disability are significantly reduced for employers. • Medical costs are decreased. • Incidence of long term disability is reduced. • Skills of experienced workers are used.
• Likelihood of psychosocial problems for employees is reduced. • Financial effects of disability are reduced for employees.
The term "transitional work program" (TWP) reflects a comprehensive effort focused on returning workers with job restrictions to safe and productive employment (Randolph, 2(00). According to Randolph (2000) , transitional work allows employees with a disability to gradually transition back to their job via such interventions as physical recon-
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Dr. Strasser ditioning at the worksite, job modification, and assignment to alternative work.
Informal efforts to accommodate employees with job limitations on a case by case basis will likely be unsustainable in the long run and may lead to discriminatory practices (e.g., accommodating "good employees" only). To effectively manage return to work, a comprehensive TWP must be in place. 
MANAGEMENT SUPPORT
Like any other workplace initiative, upper management support is critical to the success of a TWP. Support may bedriven by corporate initiatives, or in smaller companies, the facility manager may be the program advocate. Most occupational and environmental health nurses have experienced frustration when trying to return workers with restrictions without the support of front-line supervisors and others in the organization (e.g., human resources, union). Only top management, committed to the program, can guarantee that all requisite departments and personnel will work together to ensure a successful program.
Even when corporate initiatives force individual company locations to establish TWPs, location managers who do not endorse the concept can sabotage efforts to return employees to transitional work, especially workers with nonoccupational injuries and illnesses. The notion that employees can only return to work when they "are 100%" is still a reality in many workplaces. Top management support is easier to obtain when the manager recognizes the financial rewards of an effective comprehensive TWP.
TEAMWORK
A collaborative effort is necessary to develop and monitor a successful program. The composition and functions of the TWP team will vary as specific location program requirements dictate. The primary functions for the TWP team are: • Program development (i.e., the initial effort to put the program together or rejuvenate an existing ineffective program). • Program monitoring (i.e., periodically reviewing program outcomes and making program changes as needed).
• Regular review of employees in the TWP (this function mayor may not be necessary based on the number of employees in the program).
Location management in collaboration with the program coordinator must identify the individual personnel and departments that should be represented on the team to ensure program success. In addition to the program coordinator, consideration should be given to include the following as members of the team: all
Sample Transitional Work Program Policy PURPOSE
The purpose of this program is to provide a process for assisting employees who are temporarily unable to perform some orall of their regular job functions because of injury or illness to return to productive work in a safe and timely manner. Employees who require permanent job accommodations are included in the company's Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA) policy. POLICY • XYZ Company will make reasonable efforts to provide suitable alternative productive work to employees who are temporarily unable to perform all of their regular job functions. Transitional work assignments will be based on the physical limitations of the individual, the expected duration of the limitations, and the availability of suitable temporary work. Transitional work may include any ofthe following: reduced work hours, reduced production requirements, job modification, and assignment to alternative work within individuals' own or other departments. • The company is under no obligation to create transitional work positions. The company reserves the right to discontinue an employee's transitional work assignment at any time. Employee refusal to accept transitional work assignments may result in a loss of disability benefits; however, participation in the transitional duty program is considered voluntary under the Family and Medical Leave Act guidelines. PROGRAM GUIDELINES • The program applies to any hourly or salaried employee with a medical condition, whether work related or non-work related, who is temporarily unable to perform his or her full job duties, as documented by work restrictions issued by a health care professional. • Each case will be considered on an individual basis.
• Management may limit the number of employees working in the transitional work program (TWP).
• Every attempt will be made to keep employees working in their own department. If suitable work is notavailable in the home department, employees may be assigned to other departments or to temporary special projects (e.g., new employee training/shadowing, data collection for xxx program). • Employees in the TWP may be limited to working a maximum number of hours on a daily or weekly basis. • Time frame: transitional work assignments are considered temporary and will not exceed 8 total work weeks within any 12 month period, unless the employee is progressing satisfactorily and it is determined bythe health care provider that an extension of no longer than 4 weeks should be sufficient to allow the employee to return to his or her regular job. • Salary: employees in the program will be paid at the same rate of pay as their regular job. • Ensure that employees in the program work within the confines of the approved transitional work plan.
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Human Resources
• Assist with administration of the TWP as requested by the occupational health nurse.
• Work to resolve any conflicts that may arise as the result of a transitional work assignment. • Notify the occupational health nurse of potential program candidates. employee health service personnel, human resources, employee relations, benefits department, union representation, several frontline supervisors, workers' compensation/disability third party administrators, safety, employee assistance program, risk management, and ergonomist.
To keep the size of the team manageable, a smaller core team may be assembled with periodic information and participation from others as needed (including such departments as payroll, finance, and communications). The team may be an ad hoc group that disbands after the team mission is met (e.g., program development) or continue to provide ongoing monitoring or consultation to the program coordinator.
WRITTEN POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
The importance of written policies and procedures cannot be overstated. Documented policies and procedures are critical components of management systems (Strasser, 2003) . A transitional work policy must be the foundation of the program. Specific procedures and program requirements must be clearly delineated (e.g., who is responsible for performing the requisite activities, how activities are carried out). A sample TWP Policy is outlined in the Sidebar.
The TWP policy must be specific to the individual location. Because of differences among worksites such as employee population, job diversification, job movement policies, and location culture, "one size does not fit all" for a TWP policy. For example, some very large worksites may have a transitional work department that is exclusively used for shortterm temporary job assignment, while smaller sites may be much more limited in how transitional work can be accomplished.
The ideal way to determine the structure of the TWP and therefore the substance of the policy is to benchmark other workplaces with successful TWPs and obtain copies of their transitional work policies and procedures if possible. Policy AUGUST 2004, VOL. 52, NO.8 and procedures should be developed by a team effort as discussed above. The team must carefully plan all aspects of the program.
At a minimum, the policy should address the purpose statement and outline responsibilities and accountabilities for individuals and departments (e.g., supervisor, occupational health coordinator, employee, human resources manager, workers' compensation/disability third party administrators). The policy should address accountability especially for supervisors, whose cooperation is essential for a successful program. The policy also should outline the parameters of the program including: • Scope. • Job placement (i.e., how employees are placed in transitional work); job placement rules must be aligned with the location job movement policy.
• The requirement that transitional work must always be meaningful.
• The time limit that employees can temporarily be accommodated; this is a critical element in the program to ensure that temporary accommodation does not become permanent.
• Wages employees will be paid for transitional work (e.g., maintain own salary) and how the salary is allocated (e.g., to a special transitional program account, or to employees' normal department at all times to provide an incentive for supervisors to find transitional work within their department; sharing options).
A company or consulting attorney should review the policy to ensure it conforms to all applicable legislation (e.g., Americans With Disabilities Act, state workers' compensation laws). The policy should be used to market the program and communicated to all employees.
Procedures should spell out as explicitly as possible how the program is implemented. All forms that are used to increase the efficiency of the program should be referenced. As with the policy, the key procedures should be communicated to all employees. The policy and procedures must be followed rigorously in all circumstances to avoid any discrimination. The policy and procedures should be periodically reviewed and revised as needed.
EDUCATION AND COMMUNICATION
To increase the chances of program success, a communication (marketing) plan should be developed as an integral part of program development. All members of the work force should know about the program, before an injury or illness occurs. New employees should be informed of the program during orientation.The policy and procedures should be communicated and available in the employee handbook and also online. Proactive communication efforts also should be directed to applicable community health care providers to enlist their support in returning employees to transitional work. In smaller communities with a more limited number of health care professionals to target, marketing efforts could include an invitation to tour the workplace and a continuing education presentation in collaboration with a community agency or a pharmaceutical representative if appropriate.
Education also should be targeted to the location front line supervisors to help ensure their cooperation with the program. Again, top management must convey the importance of the program to supervisors and hold them accountable for assisting with employee placement.
An effective communication system is necessary once the program is in operation. Timely communication will be required between coordinators, employees, supervisors, health care providers, and others as each case demands. A critical component for program success is early notification to coordinators that employees are out of work for an illness or injury. The sooner coordinators are aware of employees' absence, the sooner a plan for return to work can be developed. Additional information regarding case specific communication is included below.
COMPREHENSIVE JOB EVALUATIONS
Another key element of the TWP is a comprehensive evaluation of the physical and occupational requirements of the jobs at the worksite. Job evaluations serve several functions in the TWP. First, job evaluations are used to develop individual transitional work plans. The information in the evaluations will help coordinators determine the specific jobs and job functions returning employees are capable of performing, based on individual medical restrictions. Second, job evaluations serve as a communication tool to educate employees' health care providers about the job requirements for employees' regular jobs and alternative jobs. Ideally, all jobs at the worksite will have the requisite evaluations performed before the program is launched. During the TWP development phase, efforts should be directed toward ensuring that all jobs have been properly evaluated. Wassel (2002) provides a comprehensive discussion of job evaluations and sample forms.
PROGRAM COORDINATOR
The Iynchpin of a successful program is the coordinator, who applies case management principles to manage employees in the TWP. Occupational health nurses are ideal TWP coordinators because of their expertise in case management (i.e., coordinating health services for injured or ill employees until optimal return to work or a satisfactory alternative) (Dirksen, 200 I) . In their role as a coordinator of the TWP, occupational health nurses must: • Identify candidates for inclusion in the TWP. • Obtain medical information pertinent to safe job placement. • Develop a written transitional work plan for employees in collaboration with each employee, supervisores), medical providers, and others as needed. • Monitor and evaluate employees' progress.
• Adjust and revise the transitional work plan as needed.
• Refer the employee to additional health resources as needed.
• Use additional case management tools (e.g., functional capacity evaluations, independent medical evaluations, second opinions, vocational 326 Management File evaluations) when a case requires (e.g., employee is not progressing as anticipated).
Effective communication is critical for success. Internal communication is required with employees, supervisors, management, and others as needed. Timely and frequent communication with health care providers and workers' compensation or disability plan third party administrators is also essential.
Tools that will facilitate case management include: • Use of standardized forms to obtain medical information, develop transitional work plans, and facilitate communication.
• Structured, documented meetings with employees and supervisors (and others) as employees enter the program and on a periodic basis thereafter.
• A systematic method (e.g., electronic calendar reminders) to regularly monitor employees and obtain updated medical information to transition employees to more physically demanding jobs as indicated.
• Disability duration guidelines.
• A system to collect program evaluation data.
CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
Another critical element of systems management is continuous improvement (Strasser, 2003) . In the planning phase, consideration should be given to how the TWP will be evaluated. Both qualitative and quantitative methods should be used. Some suggestions for program metries are: • Employee, supervisor, other stakeholder satisfaction data (using simple questionnaires with open ended statements). • Number of cases in the program. • Length of time in the program, • Number of cases returning to regular or other jobs in the facility. • Days "saved" (i.e., difference between expected duration and actual days lost).
• Year to year comparison of workers' compensation and short term and long term disability costs. Wassel (2002) and Kalina (1998) provide additional suggestions for program evaluation.
A formal program evaluation should be conducted on a regular basis (e.g., annually). Using qualitative and quantitative data, any identified program deficits should be addressed and improvements made. A report of the program's outcomes should be communicated to all levels of the organization.
SUMMARY
A comprehensive TWP is a critical element in any disability management effort. The program must be developed just as any successful worksite program is: with management support, teamwork, a coordinator, written policies and procedures, effective marketing, and communications. In addition, the program must be evaluated and continuously improved. A successful program will contribute to the location's bottom line as well as improve the health of employees.
